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A Windowless Room With a View: How
Digital Mapping Tools Can Change Our
Perspective on Learning
Posted on May 1, 2006 by Editor
By Mark Szymanski <szym0933@pacificu.edu>
.01 Introduction
This is the last article in a three-part series examining the tools, practices, and communities that
develop as a result of a changing digital perspective. I organized these views into three
categories: the micro-point of view, the human eye point of view, and the macro-point of view.
Each of these views gives educators new ways to think about designing learning environments.
This article examines the digital macro-point of view and more specifically the rapidly evolving
world of geospatial tools that are accessible to educators and students like Google Earth [1]. This
means they are free, guided by open source development, and easily mashed with other digital
information.
.02 New Learning Environments
In less than a year, Google Earth has fostered one of the most promising shifts in software and
resource development for educators. In many ways the development of Google Earth and other
geospatial tools are giving us a glimpse into the beginning of a paradigm shift pushed by the
integration of digital imagery and digital information that is free and available on the Internet.
Google Earth has become another application in a world of services and applications like
Wikipedia [2] and deli.cio.us [3] that are designed to create and connect communities with no
central content organizer. The premise and the power of these tools comes from the ability of
users to create and thus define the content, features, and uses. The organic development of
these communities has become a boon for educators interested in using the Internet in their
teaching.
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For educators, this works in part because of student, teacher, and community variance. The
macro-point of view gives educators and students a different visual perspective.  It’s a
perspective that when used effectively can foster higher-order learning that is based in the
understanding and development of community. In Google Earth the satellite images give users
the opportunity to place these communities and locations in a context defined by what educators
would like their students to learn.  The actual contexts are selected and created by the
communities that select the geotags and create placemarks and map layers.
The scalable nature of geospatial tools gives educators the ability to select perspectives and
therefore gives them the chance to connect, elaborate, and create new ways of understanding.
This enables teachers to create more student-centered and project-based learning environments
where students can become authors of their own knowledge and create their own geospatial
tools that might illustrate a deeper understanding of a place or a concept. The quick and easy
way to think about using geospatial tools is through the lens of a geography teacher. But, that
would be shortsighted.  The concept of location is used in all subject matter.
.03 New Communities and Tools
Despite competition from Microsoft and Yahoo, Google has created a product quickly that has
truly connected the world. It has created an on demand graphic tool that John Hanke, Google
Earth’s Keyhole group general manager, describes as a “browser for the earth.”
Google Earth’s rapid pace of development has spawned hundreds of new communities.
Underlying all this new development are two major communities: the technical developers and
the educators.  All these community members are interested in building communities and
creating tools for learning. To be fair, we have to understand that geographers and Geographic
Information Systems (GIS) specialists have been creating the content and features for geospatial
tools long before Google Earth was created. Just as Google has helped people access and
organize text and image content on the Internet, they were in the right place at the right time to
create Google Earth.
Google Earth’s rapid pace of development can be attributed in part to the decision to make the
Application Programming Interfaces (API) available to programmers. This was the stroke of genius
which has in many ways become the modus operandi for successful program development.  It
follows a basic strategy that declares: If you want people to use and help you develop your
applications, give them the information they need for development and let them go. You will be
surprised at what they can create.
In essence developers are tagging information on the web with geographical coordinates. This
has resulted in an explosion of mashups- websites or web applications that provide geographical
information about content from more than one source. The process has been made easier
because the API’s have been designed simply. A visit to the Google Maps Mania Blog [4] will
keep you on the edge of development. As you read more, you get the feeling that a lot of people
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are having a lot of fun with Google Earth.
Educators who have started to experiment with Google Earth have access to a wide range of
learning tools at Google Earth Lessons [5].  This is a web site developed to support educators
who are using Google Earth. It fills an often all to familiar need for educators.  In many cases,
educators would use more open-source applications if there was ample support in place.  At
Google Earth Lessons, they hope to create a community of users dedicated to the mission of
using this tool in ways that expand educators’ perspectives about using the application in their
teaching.
Some of the useful features on the site include: nifty tricks, libraries, and lesson links. In addition,
and in the spirit of open source development, educators can actually take an online course that
uses Moodle, an open source web-based course management tool. It’s a welcome addition for
educators and students. In the spirit of new development the site has a link to what they call an
idea bucket. It is a way for educators to share ideas they are developing. It is a wonderful way to
welcome more people in the development community. It encourages the less technically inclined
people to participate. Thus, it also serves as a bridge between the development community and
the educational community.  I could envision developers taking a number of the ideas and
creating the actual mashups.
.04 Conclusion
Though it is often risky to be a prognosticator about new technology developments, I believe that
geospatial tools will become widely integrated and adopted by educators in the future. The rapid
pace of user development coupled with the ubiquitous integration into our daily lives and
practices will make it seem natural. Just as students have begun to resist the idea that learning
takes place in one place and in one way, they will help drive the future of change here as well.
As developers race forward to develop new geospatial tools and content, it’s helpful for some of
us to stop and take inventory about the changes. It’s these phases of development that give
educators pause and help them define things and create resources and tools that give teachers
that flexibility to integrate these tools into their curriculum.
Earlier I used the term paradigm shift to describe what has and is about to happen when more
people begin to integrate geospatial tools like Google Earth into their lives and learning. Initially, I
hesitated to use the term, but the more research I did for this article, the more comfortable
became using it. As educators and users of the Internet, what we learn depends on our point of
view which we can now literally change without leaving the room.
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naija
on January 30, 2014 at 11:34 AM said:
After check a few of the blog content on your web site now, and I really like your
methods of blogging. I bookmarked it to my bookmark internet site list and could be
checking back soon. Pls try my website as well and enable me know what you think.
africa
on January 30, 2014 at 1:56 PM said:
These days the web technologies offer us having a quite specific possibility to choose
what exactly a single requires
rozrywka
on February 1, 2014 at 2:17 AM said:
Thanks to your advice! I’ll read it to understand much more about Holy Cross.
kompresory śrubowe
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on February 1, 2014 at 5:47 AM said:
Wonderful site you have here but I was curious if you knew of any discussion boards that
cover the same topics talked about in this article?
I’d really love to be a part of community where I can get comments from other
experienced individuals that
share the same interest. If you have any recommendations, please
let me know. Many thanks!
profesjonalne rusztowania
on February 2, 2014 at 6:02 AM said:
Woah! I’m really digging the template/theme of this website.
It’s simple, yet effective. A lot of times it’s very hard to get that “perfect balance”
between superb usability and appearance.
I must say that you’ve done a fantastic job with this.
Also, the blog loads very fast for me on Safari.
Excellent Blog!
social network
on February 3, 2014 at 1:34 AM said:
Adore your publish. Have you at any time imagined about producing additional about this
matter?
visit graficzne
on February 4, 2014 at 5:07 AM said:
It’s wonderful that you are getting ideas from this article as well as from our argument
made
here.
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bramy przesuwane
on February 4, 2014 at 5:13 AM said:
We are a group of volunteers and opening a new scheme in
our community. Your site offered us with helpful info to work on.
You’ve performed an impressive task and our whole
neighborhood can be grateful to you.
http://poduszkiciazowe.pl/
on February 4, 2014 at 5:54 AM said:
Hi to every single one, it’s actually a pleasant for me to visit this web
site, it consists of useful Information.
nigeria
on February 4, 2014 at 10:16 AM said:
It commonly takes about 3 many years to total that with.
nigeria entertainment news
on February 4, 2014 at 10:28 AM said:
Hi! This is my First comment right here so I just wanted to give a quick shout out and tell
you I definitely appreciate reading your articles. Can you suggest any other
blogs/websites/forums that go more than the same subjects? Enjoy it!
nigeria entertainment news
on February 4, 2014 at 10:36 AM said:
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Good work…
Trójmiasto kli
on February 4, 2014 at 11:50 AM said:
Hi, I do think this is a great blog. I stumbledupon
it  I am going to return yet again since i have book marked it.
Money and freedom is the greatest way to change, may you be rich and continue
to guide other people.
nigeria dating
on February 5, 2014 at 12:18 AM said:
Attractive section of content. I just stumbled upon your internet site and in accession
capital to assert that I get in reality enjoyed account your blog posts. Any way I am going
to be subscribing for ones augment and even I accomplishment you access consistently
rapidly.
